On 4 October 1819, a public meeting was held on Skircoat Moor, two miles south of Halifax in Yorkshire. The event was one of several around the country organized by local radicals to petition for parliamentary reform and to protest against the 'Peterloo massacre' that had occurred in Manchester that August. Radical societies from most of the surrounding villages carried over seventy elaborate banners and sixteen 'caps of liberty' to the platform. The crowd was addressed by the three Mancunian radical orators, Knight, Saxton and Mitchell, who recounted the horrors they had seen on the field of St Peter's. The Manchester Observer gave a detailed account of the elaborate processions that climbed Skircoat Moor that afternoon:
crowds, as a moving and physical mass, were integral to the appearance of the event. The landscape contributed to this extraordinary atmosphere as both venue and as symbol. The meeting was a spectacle: its large scale and elaborate rituals made it a hyper-real or sublime experience for observers and even more so for participants. The moor stood apart and above from the magistrates, manufacturers, and other inhabitants anxiously observing from the town below.
This article argues that moors and fields in south Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire were integral to the symbolism of political and social agitation during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The landscape formed the foreground rather than merely the background to protest. The association of particular moors with protest became established in local, and increasingly national, radical collective memory during this period. Skircoat Moor, Hartshead Moor near Huddersfield, and Kersal Moor near Manchester, were the most prominent among sites that gained a history of political agitation. The ways in which local inhabitants symbolized such moors in protests, and interacted with moors in their everyday life, reveals another insight into the culture of popular politics. Political actions and identities were shaped not just by the principles and ideologies transmitted through texts and speeches, but also by the landscape forming a visual and physical reminder of social structures and a history of conflicts over the freedom to meet as well as speak.
Fig. 1. Sites of Protest
Studies of popular politics in this period often regard geographical surroundings as a mere background to action and change. William Sewell and James Epstein have therefore called for greater attention to be paid to the environment and its role in popular protest, both as context and as actor.
2 Mark Harrison, Peter Borsay, and John Barrell have surveyed the impact of civic building in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They argue that local authorities and landowners, out of fear of 'the mob', began to restrict the types of political activity that could take place within urban spaces. Radical groups and trade unions found it increasingly difficult to meet in public places. This process was compounded by government legislation, especially the 'Two Acts' of 1795 and the notorious 'Six Acts' of 1819, which codified large meetings together with antigovernment writings as 'seditious' unless proved innocent. In effect, loyalist elites were gaining hegemony over the political public sphere. 3 This urban exclusivity, though by no means total or complete, in part explains why political groups looked to hills and fields for protest venues. There were nevertheless wider reasons behind protestors' use of semirural space, especially the development of political histories about such sites in collective memory, and the effects of enclosure upon inhabitants' mobility and on their perceptions of the landscape.
This article surveys moors and fields as symbol, as spectacle, and as part of everyday life. Only a few historians of popular protest have followed the crowds beyond the towns in northern England. In their accounts of Chartism, James Vernon and Paul
Pickering have briefly underlined the role of moors around Oldham and Manchester respectively. They argue that the moorland environment contributed to a sense of collective identity among attenders at demonstrations. 4 We should place these case 4 studies within a wider Pennine context and within a longer political history. This article also draws upon the work of James Epstein, Alexander Tyrell, and Robert Poole on the rich culture of symbols and rituals of popular politics during the 'age of reform '. 5 Landscape should be placed solidly within this political repertoire. The routes and topography of the moors and fields became as symbolic as the torn flags of Peterloo or the tunes played by the brass bands at such events. Protesters represented and signified landscape in symbolic ways: signs which many historians have neglected or regarded as incidental. However, we also must not ignore the 'complicated material dimensions to the sign'. 6 The symbolism of place came to the fore in demonstrations and overt protests, but the actions of the crowd were also shaped by the culture of 'everyday life', that is, their connections with the landscape experienced in work, leisure, and religion. Set piece protests were only the outward signs of more deep set and continual forms of resistance enacted in the often hidden forms and daily uses of the moors.
7
Moors and fields were primary venues for protest for three reasons. Firstly, they were able to accommodate the mass meeting, one of the most popular tactics of political and social movements in this period. Moors offered a feasible alternative when urban protests were confined for lack of space or during periods when local and national government restricted the types of activity that could occur in urban 'public' spaces. very large groups on the adjoining hills'. He claimed 'it was nearly two hours before we succeeded in clearing the Hills immediately round and the people were no sooner driven from one than they took station on another hill and seemed to hold us at defiance'.
11
Anna Clark has commented on this episode in her exploration of the symbolism of the individual body and gender in such protests, though it is clear that the interaction of the crowds with the environment against their pursuers is also a prominent feature here.
12
The protesters used the topography of the landscape as a tool, and more powerfully so 7 when their knowledge of short cuts and footpaths was seemingly greater than that of the urban magistrates.
Political groups wishing to be regarded as legitimate by the authorities were more inclined to use moors and fields on the outskirts of the major towns in east Lancashire, north Cheshire, and the West Riding, accessible from the 'neighbourhood' by footpaths and turnpikes. These sites hosted protests that were meant to be seen. Prior to the end of the French Wars in 1815, food rioters, strikers, and political demonstrators generally assembled on moors then paraded into the town, regrouped in the marketplace or around a mill, then either dispersed or processed back out to the moor. The brief restoration of Habeas Corpus in 1800 led to a burst of radical meetings, which were bold and forthright in their use of the environment against the authorities attempting to suppress them. From then onwards and particularly after 1815, the moor began to form the main focus of action rather than just the initial meeting place. The elaborate processions to the meetings were a product of the more confident and organized nature of 'mass platform' radicals, Chartists, and trade unions.
Protesters' tactics were even bolder in areas within easier reach of the main towns than the Pennines. What is significant is the long history of activity on these moors and fields on the boundaries of townships or parishes. Mass meetings formed part of a wider contestation over the meanings of space, contests in which groups hoped that claiming the meaning of a place could lead them to claim ownership of that space. Radical groups and trade unions did so in two ways: firstly by subverting place with prior connotations, and secondly by finding their own, virgin spaces to input and disseminate their own histories and values. These battles over spaces were exemplified in Manchester. Prior to 1815, radicals attempted to hold public meetings on sites that were built and used by the authorities for civic events and shows of wealth and authority, for example, at the fashionable suburb of Ardwick Green. The threat of enclosure rather than its implementation, however, lay behind some moorland protests. Most enclosures were protracted and direct resistance was usually conducted in the courts rather than in the field. 28 Patrick Joyce and John Barrell have identified how local and national elites rationalized the forms and structure of public space during the early nineteenth century. 29 This process of rationalization was carried out in practice not just by the building of civic buildings in towns, but also by the building of roads. The old networks of parish roads and footpaths were replaced firstly by turnpikes, then by roads created by enclosures and by a national road system instigated in 1835. In enclosures where the major landowners and lords of the manor had the largest share of the plots, they symbolically made a mark on the landscape using roads to emphasize the direction of wealth over those of popular use or tradition. This process of the increasing privatization of communications appeared to culminate in the Stopping Up of Unnecessary Roads Act of 1815. Though it required two justices of the peace to agree to road closures, the legislation quickly became merely a rubber stamp for landowners' bringing about permanent changes in the landscape.
30
It is no co-incidence that veterans of the radical associations of the 1810s became heavily involved in forming societies for the preservation of footpaths in York In going down the hill to Little Bolton, the sight was truly grand -the whole town appeared to be in a blaize [sic]… After having paraded the town, the procession arrived at the market place, when a scene truly sublime, beautiful, novel, and picturesque presented itself. Several rings were made by parties of torch bearers, which from a distance had the appearance of immense circular fires. We commented at great length on the police and said dare the police come here to stop our meeting. We are not now in the narrow streets where they can call upon Special Constables. We are on a broad field of free discussion -and such are the places where we ought to meet.
65
By comparing moorland and town with freedom and enclosure, his speech confirmed the centrality of space to political discourse and radical thinking about liberty.
III
Although extraordinary spectacles, mass meetings on moors and fields were not alien experiences for their participants. On the contrary, they were familiar and accessible, qualities which ensured their success. The environment was essential to this familiarity.
Social movements and protests were only the most visual and unusual components of a whole repertoire of resistance, enacted daily. As Michel de Certeau suggested, small actions, such as occupying spaces at unexpected times, could be methods of resistance against authorities or those who had originally created the spaces. By 1848, the mass meeting was waning as the major tactic of popular movements.
Moral force Chartists and local communities who had to shoulder the cost of policing distrusted the tactic. The Halifax Reformer, reporting on the Good Friday meeting on Skircoat Moor in 1848, commented that feelings were running against monster meetings, since they were increasingly exciting fear rather than engendering confidence and support. 85 Protests in the industrial North had shifted from the early days of food rioting and tentative trades' combinations to the complex committees running general strikes and labour movements of post-Chartist Britain. By this time, the great mills of Manchester, Leeds, and their 'satellite' towns overshadowed the patches of scrubland and vestiges of commons that remained within them or on their edges. Social and political movements employed other methods of protest and organization that fit into this altered environment.
Nevertheless, these changes did not mean that mass meetings on open spaces were no longer held; on the contrary, photographs of reform and labour meetings in the later Victorian period give a similar impression of the crowd contesting physical and symbolic space that peace and reform campaigners had felt in the 1800s. 86 What remained were social and political memories about such places, to be revived intermittently in times of crisis and political action. 
